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BETWIXT WAR AND PEACE: THE DUAL FUNCTION
AND SUBSTANCE OF THE BELL

James K. Otté
University of San Diego

This paper owes its inspiration to Stephen Crane’s Red Badge of
Courage and to its protagonist, Henry Fleming, who
One night, as he lay in bed, the winds had carried to him the
clangoring of the church bell as some enthusiast jerked the
rope frantically to tell the twisted news of a great battle. This
voice of the people rejoicing in the night had made him shiver
in a prolonged ecstasy of excitement. Later, he had gone
down to his mother’s room and had spoken thus: ‘Ma, I'm
going to enlist.’ ‘Henry, don't you be a fool,’ his mother had
replied. She had then covered her face with the quilt.1

When Henry returned from town the next morning, he informed
her, “‘Ma, I've enlisted.’ There was a short silence. ‘The Lord’s
will be done, Henry,’ she had finally replied, and had then
continued to milk the brindle cow.”2
From John Huizinga we know of the many functions of the
bell in medieval and Renaissance society.3 Yet, I was unprepared
1
Stephen Crane, The Red Badge of Courage, www.cs.cmu.edu/~rgs/badgetable.html, ch. 1.
2

Crane, Ibid.

3
John Huizinga, The Waning of the Middle Ages (New York: St. Martins Press,
1924), pp. 2-3.
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to accept the tolling of a bell—one of the preeminent symbols of
peace—as Henry Fleming’s inspiration to go to war. So, I decided
to investigate whatever bellicose function the bell had served in the
past. If, indeed, there was such a history, it would be insignificant,
so I thought, and my paper would be very short. There was a
surprise. I soon discovered that since at least the 8th century B.C.
bells had played a prominent role in war, and my research soon
revealed the proverbial tip, in this case, of a mound of bronze,
which our ancestors molded into shields, swords, spears—and
bells. My paper then will chronicle the various military
applications of the bell, many of which had long been established,
before the Greeks and Romans employed the bell in their military
operations. Following a short introduction of the symbols of war
and peace, of bronze, bells, and weapons, I will explore the
following topics:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The bells’ apotropaic or shamanistic quality.
How bells were intended to confuse and intimidate an
opponent.
The use of bells as a military signal.
The application of bells to avoid a surprise attack and
instead reveal an entrapped enemy.
Why the bell’s very substance, bronze, remained an
invaluable material long after iron and steel dominated the
battlefield. Indeed, remolded bronze could appear in many
guises!
SYMBOLS, BRONZE, BELLS, AND WEAPONS: THE
BACKGROUND:

The dove, the olive branch and the bell are the celebrated
symbols of peace in Western Civilization. But war quickly
transforms those symbols. The screaming eagle replaces the dove;
the olive branch is transfigured into a sword or spear. Only the
bell retains its function. But its tolling is seriously compromised,
even perverted, when Mars, the God of War, claims the bell’s
voice and Pax, the Goddess of Peace, must surrender it. In
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extreme cases the God of war has also laid claim to the bell’s
substance, when his followers melted down bells to forge their
very matter into armor and weapons.
It was an easy
transformation; bronze is an alloy of 78% copper and 22% tin.
The ancient warrior’s shield, sword and spear were forged from the
same substance as the bell.
The Trojan War, lasting some ten years, was fought in the
Late Bronze Age around 1250 B.C.4 We can be sure, therefore,
that the Trojan warriors, as well as the invading Greeks, fought
with weapons of bronze. Moreover, Homer refers to the bronze
weapons, but he does not mention the use of bells. The days of
bronze weapons, however, were numbered.
The Dorian warriors who conquered Greece ca. 1100 B.C.
carried weapons made of iron, a reality that did not elude the
Greek poet Hesiod (c. 700 B.C.) who lamented,
I wish I were not counted among the fifth race of men,
but rather had died before, or been born after it.
This is the race of iron.5

The prophet Isaiah (c. 740 B.C.), a generation earlier, had
been more optimistic. He envisioned the coming of a more
peaceful age, prophesying: “They will beat their swords into
plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.” Isaiah 2: 4. So
far, Isaiah’s prophecy has been a fleeting illusion. More than twoand-one-half millennia have passed and we are still living in
Hesiod’s age of iron, made even more precarious since the atom
was added to man’s arsenal of destruction.
Some two-and-one-half centuries after the Trojan War,
around 1000 B.C., and at the other extreme of the Asian continent,
the first bell was cast in China. Its substance, too, was bronze. It
4

Modern scholarship has moved the traditional dates of the Trojan War: 119484 B.C. to ca. 1250 B.C.
5

Hesiod, Works and Days 174-76
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was a large bell. Its diameter established the measure for length,
its cavity defined volume, and its tone served as a tuning standard
for the empire.6 Too large to move, Chinese bells resided in
temples where they served the gods and astounded visitors
The casting of small bronze bells, in contrast to the large
Chinese bells, appears to have originated in the highlands of
Armenia in the 8th century B.C. Much smaller and suitable for
attachment to man or beast, these little bells quickly spread into
Mesopotamia, where they soon adorned the necks of horses and
suspended from elephants and camels, they announced the
approach of commanders and kings. 7 For centuries, these smaller
bells were enlisted in a variety of martial applications. Bells were,
indeed, veterans of centuries of combat. The following are
examples of their functions and applications.
1.

APOTROPAIA:

Iranian horsemen of the borderlands adjacent to Armenia
appear to have originated the practice of embellishing their horses
with bells for shamanistic or apotropaic reasons.8 Bells were
imbued with apotropaic powers, making their bearer immune from
physical and demonic harm.9 “In classical Antiquity people
believed that ore could break any spell. Its sound was held to be
the voice of the gods.”10 The sound of bells, so it was believed,
6

Kurt Kramer, Glocken in Geschichte und Gegenward, (Karlsruhe: Badenia
Verlag, 1986), p. 2.
7

?Kramer?

8

Schatkin or Trumph

9

Schatkin or Trumph

10

S. Seligmann, Die magischen Heil- und Schutzmittel (1927) p.169, “Im
klassischen Altertum brach Erz jeden Zauber. Sein Klang galt als Goetterstimme.”cited in
(Maria Trumpf- Lyritzaki, Art.”Glocke,” in: Reallexikon für Antike und Christentum, Bd.
11, Stuttgart, 1981, Trumpf-Lyritzaki, clmn. 172)
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appeased the gods and banished daemons. In addition, bells
attached to the spears of warriors and hunters were meant to
confuse both enemy and prey. Other horseman carried that
tradition into various other regions. Wearing of bells was also
common among the Scythian horsemen who repeatedly invaded
Europe and who in later centuries served as Roman auxiliaries.11
Bells reached Egypt during the 23rd Dynasty (817-730
12
B.C.). By 700 B.C. bells had also reached the island of Samos
and Etruria.13 The smaller bells were also present in India and
China before 478 B.C., where they are mentioned by Confucius,
who died in that year.14 Everywhere, so it appears, horsemen
insured their safety and that of their horses with bells. With their
migration from Asia Minor the Etruscans may have brought bells
to Italy, where they seem to have lost their apotropaic value.15 The
curious account that the cackling of geese alerted the guards when
Rome was invaded by the Gauls in 387 B.C. may well be a myth,
but the absence of bells on the Capitoline Hill appears even more
peculiar.
In Asia Minor animals commonly wear bells. The
translation of Alexander the Great’s body from Babylon to Egypt
in B.C. 323 provides another example of the bells’ function:
service in the cult of the dead. His hearse was pulled by sixty-four
mules, each wearing two golden bells on its cheeks.16
11
.Maria Trumpf-Lyritzaki, ”Glocke,” in: Reallexikon für Antike und
Christentum, Bd. 11, Stuttgart, 1981, Sp. ?
12

Trumpf-Lyritzaki, Sp. 164.

13

Trumpf-Lyritzaki, Sp.164.

14

Schatkin,148.

15

Schatkin, p. 148.

16

Diodorus Siculus, Bibliotheca Historica, 18, 27, 5. English Translation by
Russel M. Geer, Diodorus of Sicily, Loeb Classical Library and Harvard University Press
(Cambridge, Mass., 1969), Vol. IX, p. 93. “...[T] here were sixty-four mules, selected
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There are no literary references to the use of bells in Egypt,
but from monuments it appears that bells were hung around the
necks of horses, oxen, sheep and camels.17 “As elsewhere, the
Egyptians valued the sound of bronze for its apotropaic power.”18
In Egypt also, bells are frequently found in the tombs of children
whom they had protected as amulets in this life and whom they
would presumably continue to defend in the next. Early Christians
continued that tradition, as we know from the testimony of John
Chrysostomos, who condemned this practice in the 4th century.19
2.

BELLS ATTACHED TO SPEAR AND ARMOR WERE
INTENDED TO CONFUSE AND INTIMIDATE AN
OPPONENT:

Bells were employed by Greek playwrights in both
tragedies and comedies, especially in matters of security and in
war. In Seven Against Thebes, Aeschylus (525-456 B.C.), the
earliest of Athens’ great tragedians, enhances the fierceness of
warrior Tydeus with the bellicose ringing of bells:
With shouts like these he tosses three tall shadowing plumes,
His helmet’s mane, while from the inside of his shield
Bells wrought in bronze send forth a terrifying clang.20

four their strength and size. Each of them was crowned with a gilded crown, each had a
golden bell hanging by either cheek, and about their necks were collars set with precious
stones.”
17
Margaret Schatkin, “Ideophones of the Ancient World,” Jahrbuch für Antike
und Christentum (Münster: Aschendorff, 1978), p. 150).
18

Schatkin, p. 150.

19

Trumpf-Lyritzaki, Sp. 180

20

Aeschylus, Seven Against Thebes, ed. Philip Vellacott (New York: Penguin,
1987) line 380.
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Not impressed by Tydeus’ martial appearance and sounds of fury,
Eteocles, his Theban opponent, retorts,
What a man wears about him will not frighten me;
Pictures can deal no wounds, his crests and bells won’t bite
Without his spear.21

The first Greek writer to mention bells within the context of
the Trojan War was Euripides (485-06 B.C.), who around 450 B.C.
composed his tragedy Rhesus. The following passage is interesting
for its detailed description of the bells, but even more so for the
fear the ringing of the bells induced in a messenger. Unlike
Eteocles, who had mocked his opponent’s bells, the Trojan
messenger who had observed Rhesus, the Thracian warrior, is
scared to death. Returning from a spying mission, the messenger
informs Hector, the Trojan hero:
I see Rhesus mounted like a god upon his Thracian chariot.
Of gold was the yoke that linked the necks of his steeds whiter
than the snow; and on his shoulders flashed his targe with
figures welded in gold; while a gorgon of bronze like that
which gleams from the aegis of the goddess was bound upon
the frontlet of his horses, ringing out its note of fear with many
a bell. The number of his host thou couldst not reckon to a
sum exact.22

But bells were not limited to his horses. Upon the entry of Rhesus,
the Chorus proclaims,
Hail, all bail O mighty prince! Fair the scion thou hast bred, O
Thrace, a ruler in his every look.
Mark his stalwart frame cased in golden corslet! Hark to the
ringing bells that peal so proudly from his targehandle hung.
A god, O Troy, a god, a very Ares, a scion of Strymon's
21

Ibid. line 398

22

E. P. Coleridge, ed., Euripides, Rhesus, line 300.
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stream and of the tuneful Muse, breathes courage into thee.23

The apotropaic qualities of bells survived the conversion of
the ancient world to Christianity, as the following event will show.
When the Burgundian city of Sens was besieged by Clothair the
king of the Franks in 615, Lupus, its saintly Bishop, ordered the
ringing of the church bells. Unfamiliar with the sound, the
invaders fled the scene.24 Contemporary interpretations, which
have not survived, were probably less rational and attributed the
flight of the enemy to the miraculous power of the bells.
3,

THE USE OF BELLS AS A MILITARY SIGNAL:

Elsewhere I have discussed the role of bells in the early
Christian Church.25 In Jerome’s translation of the Rule of Saint
Pachomius c. 292-346), bells are twice mentioned as a means of
signaling. Tradition holds that Pachomius had been a soldier in the
Byzantine army, where daily activities were governed by the
ringing of bells. So, the founder of cenobitic or communal
monasticism probably concluded that a group of men, whether
soldiers or monks, required organization and discipline. He
provided for both of them in his REGULA. Apparently Pachomius
also continued some traditions of Roman army organization and
discipline at Tabenna, his monastic community in Egypt.26 A bell
also was prominent in the life of Saint Benedict, the founder of
western monasticism.
After Benedict of Nursia (c. 480-547), the future founder of
Monte Cassino, had abandoned society and sought refuge in a
23

Ibid., line 379

24

Vita Lupi Senon, 20 [Acta Sanctae Sedis, Sept. 1, 262].

25

J. Otté, “The Reception and Justification of Bells in the in the Early Church,”
Conference of the Saint Anselm Society, Budapest, June 2002.
26

Trumph-Lyritzaki, 179.
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remote and inaccessible cave, a monk named Romanus provided
him a daily ration of bread. Moreover, Romanus attached a little
bell to the basket holding the loaf of bread, thus alerting Benedict
of its arrival. Pope Gregory I (590-604) who tells this story also
mentions that the devil one day smashed the bell with a stone.27
Told by one of only two popes called “the Great,” indeed by one of
the Latin Doctors, Gregory’s account reached a wide audience.
The fact that the devil found it necessary to smash the bell could
not but increase its status and elevate its dignity.
Not so dignified was the ringing of a bell more than a
millennium later. On the eve of St. Bartholomew's Day, 22 August
1589, the massacre of the French Protestants, the Huguenots, was
to ensue in Paris, if not in all of France. The statesman and
historian Jacques-Auguste de Thou (1553-1617), witnessed the
Massacre and described the event:
The signal to commence the slaughter should be given by the
bell of the palace... and the marks by which they should
recognize each other in the darkness were a bit of white linen
tied around the left arm and a white cross on the hat.28

Only Henri of Navarre was to be spared. By now both an
ex-Protestant as well as an ex-Catholic, Henry had once again
become a Protestant. But ever the politique, on 25 July 1593,
Henri of Navarre, once again converted to the Catholic faith, which
led to his official coronation as Henri IV of France at Chartres, on
27 February 1594. Only seven days earlier, Henri is reputed to

27

The Dialogues of Saint Gregory, The Second Book of the Dialogues,
containing the Life and Miracles of St. Benedict of Nursia, Translated into English by "P.
W." and printed at Paris in 1608. Re-edited by Edmund G. Gardner in 1911, and again by
the
Saint
Pachomius
Library
in
1995.
http://www.fordham.edu/halsall/basis/g1-benedict1.html < 22 March, 2002>
28

J.H. Robinson, ed., Readings in European History, 2 vols. (Boston: Ginn,
1906), 2:179-183.
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have made his famous remark, “Paris is worth a Mass.”29
4. BELLS AS A WARNING SYSTEM TO AVOID A
SURPRISE ATTACK AND AS SIGNAL THAT AN
ENEMY HAD BEEN SNARED:
Relating an event late in the life of Marcus Brutus (B.C.
42), Plutarch describes how this fellow assassin of Julius Caesar
demanded money and men from the Lycians in Asia Minor.
Forcing his most obstinate opponents into the ancient city of
Xanthus by the river of the same name, Brutus then besieged the
city. The Lycians’ attempt to escape failed. As Plutarch tells us,
the Romans had anticipated their attempted breakout:
The [Lycians] endeavored to make their escape by swimming
and diving through the river that flows by the town, but were
taken by nets let down for that purpose in the channel, which
had little bells at the top, which gave present notice of any that
were taken in them.30

Bells also functioned as military signals in fortified places
as well as in field camps. In his description of the marauding
desert tribes that plagued the inhabitants of Cyrene in Libya,
Synesios ©. 370-414 A.D.), the bishop and Platonist, complained
that the watch or guard bell frequently had robbed him of his
sleep.31 Also, the Mandaic Hymns, composed ca., A.D. 400
29

J.H. Robinson, ed., Readings in European History, 2 vols. 2:179-183.

30

Arthur Hugh Clough, ed., Plutarch’s Lives, the Dryden Translation, Vol. 3,
“Marcus Brutus,” p. 394 (New York: E.P. Dutton, 1957).
31
Trumph-Lyritzaki, Sp.181, Synesios, in his homily, “Catastasis,” 2, 303 [2,
292, ed. Terzaghi]). Also, http://home.t-online. de/home/ Stefan. Cramme/ andrvers.html,
19 March 2003: “Prisca, die Witwe des Synesios, zieht nach dessen Tod nach Alexandria
zu ihrem Schwager, dem Präfekten. Hier muß sie erleben, wie ein christlicher Mob die
Philosophin Hypatia, die Lehrerin des Synesios, ermordet. Sie erzählt Synesios’ Leben
seit der Zeit, als sie ihn in Alexandria kennenlernte.”
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repeatedly portray the guardsmen with their bells as the protectors
of the world, and always in connection with the sentinels of the
watchtowers.32 Several Byzantine handbooks dealing with military
science devote a portion of their description to the security of field
camps. The Sylloge tacticorum requires that field camps be
secured at night by foot traps, and poles, and by a line strung along
the perimeter of the camp from which bells are suspended.33 The
Liber de re militari demands a trench around the entire camp in
addition to the bells and adds that the night patrols making their
reports must be careful while approaching the camp and avoid the
ringing of the bells.”34 In their siege of Damietta in 1219, the
crusaders employed the same tactic. Stringing lines with bells
across the Nile, the crusaders prevented supplies from reaching the
city at night.35
5.

DEATH AND “RESURRECTION” OF THE BELLS:

We have seen how the devil smashed the bell attached to Saint
Benedict’s breadbasket. With the advent of cannon in the 14th
century, bells faced yet another adversary, that very cannon.
Indeed, the bell and the cannon share a common substance: bronze.
An alloy of 78% copper and 12% tin, every bell was potentially a
cannon. This helps explain the tradition—sometimes called the
32

Trumph-Lyritzaki, Sp. 181.

33

A. Dain, ed., Sylloge tacticorum quae olim ‘inedita Leonis tactica’ dicebatur.
(Paris 1938), p. 43.
34

R. Vari, Incerti scriptoris Byzantini saeculi X liber de re militari [1901] 10,
4.(ebd. 12, 15/23). “Der Liber de re militari schreibt vor (‘dass vor dem das Feldlager
umringenden Graben Stoecke aufgepflanzt u. dazwischen Schnüre mit Glocken gespannt
werden sollen. Die Nachtwachen sollen vorsichtig, ohne die Glocken zu erschüttern, ins
Lager kommen und ihre Meldungen erstatten.’”
35

L'estoire de Eracles empereur 32, 13 Recueil des Historiens des Croisades.
Historiens occidentaux 2 (Paris 1859) 347; Cf. Morillot, Bulletin d’Histoire et de
Archeologie, p. 247).
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“droit sur les cloches”—which granted the artillery commander of
a conquering army the right to confiscate a fallen city’s bells, or be
compensated with the equivalent of their value.36 Napoleon
Bonaparte, who bragged that he had entered upon the stage of
history, “with a whiff of grapeshot,” demanded that right when he
conquered the city of Danzig in 1807.37 Not surprisingly, the area
of the church steeple that housed the bells was sometimes called
the “chamber of the cannons,” and the bells themselves were
sometimes called “the artillery of the clergy.”38 The following
anecdote corroborates the apparent affinity of bell and cannon.
The Cardinal and Archbishop of Vienna, Count of Migazzi,
asked the Emperor Josef II of Austria if he wanted to receive
Pope Pius VI in his upcoming visit to Vienna with the ringing
of the bells. ‘I am surprised you asked,’ the emperor
responded, “the bells are your artillery.’ 39

There is biting sarcasm in this exchange. As we saw
above, church bells were part of the booty or spoils of a
conquering commander. The reply from a conqueror would have
been different, for he considered a bell a potential cannon. But the
poet Ernst Moritz Arndt (1769-1860) drew a sharp distinction
between the sound of bells and that of cannon. The Romanticist
described the thunder emanating from the barrel of the a cannon as
“the tolling of death.”40 Yet, in a desperate situation even a
religious ruler might sacrifice his own church bells. As a country’s
sons spilled their blood on the fields of battle, so too the bells
36

Karl Walter, Glockenkunde, (New York: Pasted, 1913) p. 8.

37

Walter, Glockenkunde, p. 8

38

Walter, Glockenkunde, p. 8.

39

Walter, Glockenkunde, p. 8.

40

Moritz Arndt, “Das Geleute des Todes aus Kanonen.”
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sacrificed their substance for war. And like the soldiers, so too the
bells gave their lives for their countries.
The first documented and dubious distinction of the
systematic destruction of his own church bells goes to the Kurfürst
or Elector Frederick I of Brandenburg (1415-40). Bankrupt, and
surrounded by enemies, namely his own nobility, the Quitzovs,
Frederick ordered the melting down of the bells of the
Marienkirche (Mary’s Church) in Berlin, in order to recast them
into cannons. But in his last will and testament the remorseful
Frederick ordered his sons to make restitution for his deed.41 Yet,
not Frederick’s remorse, but his act of turning church bells into
cannon had many imitators.
Charles the Bold, the Duke of Burgundy (1467-77), found
himself in a similar situation. After losing his artillery in the battle
of Granson in 1475, he decided to cast new cannons by melting
down church bells and kitchen utensils.42 Peter the Great (16891725), the Tsar of Russia, also held a dubious, if temporary,
record. He melted down enough bells in his empire to cast some
500 cannon.43 That, however, was a pittance compared to the
44,000 bells confiscated in Germany during WW II. Of these,
fewer than ten percent ever returned to once again praise God, and
His saints, or to beckon a congregation of the faithful. During the
French Revolution bells were melted down for bronze, which was
then recast into cannons. But the secularism of the revolution and
its contempt for religion did so also out of principle.
There are too many examples in which bells became
cannons, or in the symbolism of Isaiah, in which plow shares were
turned into swords. Ironically, the same master who had cast the
bells was usually also the one who cast the cannons. Moreover,
41

Karl Walter, Glockenkunde, p. 9.

42

Karl Walter, Glockenkunde, pp. 9-10.

43

Karl Walter, Glockenkunde, p. 10.
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sharing the same substance, created by the same hand, and thus
sharing a common father, bell and cannon were quasi brother and
sister. So much for the optimism of the biblical prophet. Welcome
to the Temple of Doom and Schizophrenia!
But I refuse to end this paper on such a negative note.
Fortunately, the process could also be reversed. If a bell’s
substance could be recast into a cannon, why not “slaughter”
cannons and recast them into bells!? After the Battle of Sedan
(1871), which ended the Franco-Prussian War, William I of
Prussia and Bismarck, his “Iron Chancellor,” demanded the
surrender of the French cannons. Melted down, their substance
furnished the matter for Germany’s largest bell. Named “Die
Deutsche Glocke,” it found a worthy home at the magnificent
Cathedral of Köln or Cologne.44 .
In Cologne, whose citizens are not noted for readily
conforming to decrees from “above,” “Die Deutsche Glocke,” soon
acquired another name. The four generations of Cologne’s citizens
who have heard its message of peace have affectionately renamed
the bell “De decke Pitter,” akin to our “Fat, or Big Pete” which,
stripped of Cologne’s dialect emerges as “big Peter.” Indeed, “De
decke Pitter” serves as an example in which a sword was turned
into a beautiful voice, a symbol that neither Hitler nor Göring
risked turning back into a sword. Isaiah, please forgive my
pessimism. Indeed, “De decke Pitter” is a marvelous testimonial
to your prophecy!

44

Karl Walter, Glockenkunde, p. 8, fn. 4.

